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why pray? 


(5 od is life, rich and overflowing life. H 6 is love, 

and he wants to draw all of us into his life and 
into his love. Time and again he seeks to lift us into the 
realm where his life rules. 

Thisiswhy God stepped out of himself to cometo us 
in his Son. In Jesus, Ὁ od has opened his heart to us. Η 6 
has turned his face to us. He comes to us, reveals his 
thoughts and shows us who heis and what hewills. He 
gives us everything we need and wants to perfect the 
work hehas begun. A mazingly, we feeble and insignifi- 
cant creatures are the object of his concern. O ut of the 
incomprehensible love of his heart, G od loves each of us 
quite personally. |n his concern for us, G od seeks out all 
people and invites them to take part in his new creation. 

God wants each of us to respond to him personally 
and practically. This is why we pray. H e wants us to 
know his heart, accept his work, affirm his will, and 
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carry it out. But most of all, God wants to give himself 
to us. H egives us his spirit so that we might live, act, 
and work just as his Word did, when it became flesh. 

God wants usto cometo him in thespirit of devotion 
that grasps the essential and puts it into practice (M att. 
4:10). Since} esus came to us, wecan cometo theF ather 
in spirit and in truth (John 4:23-24). The spirit of truth 
frees us from religious superficiality, idolatry, and im- 
pure motives, and brings us under God's rulership. This 
truth is the clear, authentic Word of God, which has 
comefrom God since the beginning of time. 

We cannot come to the Father in spirit or in truth if 
weexpend all our strength trying to secure our own sal- 
vation, or just keeping our spiritual life above water. 
Peoplewho areso preoccupied with themselves haveno 
strength left to love. But once they are saved from the 
living death of aseparate and selfish life, they will share 
in the rejuvenating unity and freedom that God prom- 
ises everyone who is ready to receive] esus (John 5:24), 
When they find this freedom they will devote all they 
are and have to the O ne who freed them, giving them- 
selves in love to all people (1 John 3:14). This all-em- 
bracing lovefor othersis the mark of thosewho havean 
ardent, personal love for J esus. 
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This personal love for J esus finds natural expression in 
heartfelt prayer. O f course, it is really God whom we 
lovein Christ. lf we believe in God as heis, as he lives 
and works, we shall feel compelled again and again to 
communicate with him. Those who have faith are filled 
with unending joy that G od can befound now, today. 

Through the life, ministry, and death of J esus, we ex- 
perience how great and holy God’s love is. Because of 
this we are always conscious of what separates us and 
cuts us off from the unity which alone can sustain life. 
Wecome before God in prayer again and again to con- 
fess the separating sin of our own nature, and to thank 
God for forgiving our sin (Ps.32:3-6). C hrist’s victory 
over sin, evil, and the demonic powers of self unites us 
with God and with his church. 

W hen we experience the death of Christ, our hearts 
are made pure. Through community in the church, we 
are released from the guilt of our egoistic lives. Now we 
can approach God in complete confidence, our hearts 
intent on him and his kingdom. We know that the bap- 
tism of faith has cleansed us of deadly lust. Bound with 
others, welivein the certainty of eternal life. we know 
we can trust in God’s faithfulness to his promises 
(H eb.10:22-23). And so our hearts overflow with inde 
scribable thankfulness. We cannot help but pray to the 
O ne who has delivered us from the blinding darkness, 
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from the sinister spell of Satan’s tyranny, and from the 
body’s death and disintegration (C ol.1:12-14). 

With great joy wecome before God in faith to praise 
and thank him. Werecognizein such experiences, again 
and again, that the wholenatureand character of God is 
goodness, kindness, mercy, abundant life, and strength- 
ening love. O ur joy in the heart of God moves us to 
break out in thanksgiving, and our voices ring out, glo- 
rifying God in word and song. Instead of plunging us 
into the wildness and frivolity of selfish enjoyment, our 
joy leads usto honor God day and night, glorifying him 
and him alone. 

Wepray to thank God for all that heis, in thename of 
Jesus Christ, who revealed him to us. H ow indescrib- 
ably great is the love of God, that he is willing to hear, 
and even desires, this stammering of us feeble human 
beings. With his light upon us, our joy inthanking himis 
anchored deep in what is profoundly serious. Wecannot 
help but honor the untouchable holiness of G od and his 
justice. 

O ur gratitude can know no bounds. If wereally want 
to honor God, wewill also thank him with all our hearts 
when his just and holy judgment has to humble us and 
make us small. Wewill never stand before G od demand- 
ing, seeking to bejustified, or in self-confidence. W hen 
we recognize how weak weare and that God loves us 
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and accepts us in our smallness, only the humility of 
gratitude and worship gives us the courage to speak to 
God. In fact, we can only pray when weareso keenly 
aware of our own limitations that it is clear to us that we 
can do nothing without the power of God’s love. We 
pray to confess our inadequacy, to admit that God’s 
kingdom is not here, but that we need it and want it to 
come. We approach God with empty hands. We raise 
them up and open them to him, and kneel before him to 
express Our smallness and emptiness. 

O nly through faith in God can his will be fulfilled in 
our lives. With everything wedo, wethank G od for giv- 
ing us a faith that leads to action. O ur gratitudeis born 
of our recognition that we are unworthy of God’s care 
and his generous gifts. It is only through grace that we 
can do the works of God. Our faith in the unmerited 
generosity of God fills us with love, with its insistence 
on action. When this happens, wecometo Know what an 
inexhaustible wealth of grace awaits all those who call 
on the Lord for power and new life (Ps.86:5; 
Rom.10:12). We know that this isa power wecan never 
attain on our own. This drives us to pray. 
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God does not want, for his own sake, to be asked that 
his name be holy, his will good, or his rulership com- 
plete. But for our sake he wants us to pray to him for 
these things, so that instead of profaning his name, re 
sisting his will, and arrogantly asserting ourselves in 
rebellion against his rule, wemight truly revere him, do 
his will, and accept his rule. Η e wants us to acknowl- 
edge this. H e wants us to pray, humbly admitting that 
our own sinfulness, stubbornness, and half-heartedness 
are obstacles that G od has to overcome, that only hecan 
overcome. 

G od is waiting for usto thank him for being willing to 
arm us with the gift of his spirit. H eis waiting for our 
prayer, telling him that if it depended on us, the king- 
dom of God could not be expected at all; it would be 
impossible. A ctually, God’s kingdom does not depend 
On our praying, our preaching, or our spiritual reading. 
But only when heis persistently asked will hecomeand 
act, for this calling on God istheonly way to express the 
faith that G od is God and that he alone can giveus what 
isgood. 
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The Nature of True Prayer 


; rayer isnot merely, as some say, “the breathing of 
thesoul.” Itistheimbibing of lifeitself. |f westop 
praying, life ebbs away. Aslong as we pray, our lives re 
mains warm, ardent, and vigorous, for in prayer we 
meet God himself in Christ. In Christ is life—yes, in 
him alone (John 1:4). We experience this life only inso- 
far as we search for him and love him, and only to the 
extent that we come to him and receive him in prayer. 
“Eating theflesh” and “drinking the blood” of the Son 
of M an actually takes place every time we meet him per- 
sonally, so that heisin us and wearein him. N either my 
prayer nor my conduct can bring life; what is crucial is 
that Christ is my life. 

|f anyone thinks that prayer is the inner depth of his 
own conscience, a concentrated monologue of his soul 
seeking something better, heis still far from true prayer 
and influenced by all too human ideas. Such a person is 
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still outside the gates or perhaps standing on thethresh- 
old; hecannot remain there and hope to meet God.He 
has not yet passed through the holy place of inner sur- 
render, where self and everything belonging to self is 
given up— even the deep emotions of hisown soul. He 
has not gone into the H oly of H olies where God him- 
self, who is completely other than us and high above 
even his angel-princes, wants us to call on him. This is 
the starting point of prayer: the crucial recognition that 
God iscompletely different than even the most conse 
crated and concentrated of our own inner states. |n the 
presence of the infinite goodness and love of God, the 
clear difference between us and God is revealed. 

Someone once compared our relationship to God 
with amoth that flies around a scorching flame until it 
is finally burnt up. Prayer in the spirit of Christ is not 
like this. It is not a matter of the “I!” being consumed, 
but one of arelationship between the small “I” of my 
spirit and the great “|” of his spirit, so that through 
meeting G od our souls areawakened and made capable 
of living. 

It is true that faith is born in theinmost depth of our 
soul, rising from there until it governs all our actions. 
God himself seeks to encounter our spirit in Our inner 
being. There God reveals himself to us as our Father, 
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and accepts as his children those who accept him. We 
are indeed his children if we can call him “Father.” But 
God is still God, even though he gives us everything, 
and wearestill human, even as children of God. Wedo 
not become gods; if wedid, wewould driveG od away. 

God sent his Word to become one of us. J esus alone is 
uniquely God’sson, eternally abiding with God, honor- 
ing God as God and as his Father. The Son is so com- 
pletely one with the Father and the Spirit, that one of 
them cannot exist or work without the others. T his puts 
all of us, including those who have faith, in a definite 
place, clearly assigned to us. Through J esusC hrist, G od 
brings us to the place that is to remain ours: wedo not 
become morethan true peopleof God, nor morethan an 
image of God. Aschildren of God in this sense, we have 
faith in him, worship him, and call for him to come. 

Faith isthe knowledge that G od’s loving will is to es- 
tablish justice, holiness, unity, and community. T his will 
abidesin him; itis apart of himself. For God is what he 
is. Christ remains the same yesterday (before time be 
gan), today, and through all eternity. That can never be 
changed. Through faith weknow that G od, as spirit and 
love and power, has sought us out and given us a task. 
H ehas chosen and destined us weak peopleto makehis 
name, his will, and his rulership known far and wideon 
this earth. 
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Prayer is thus an act of faith. We cannot call on God, 
we cannot appeal to his nature, if we do not believe in 
him as he actually is. No onecan pray unless theH oly 
Spirit has led him to faith in God. U nless the Spirit has 
brought our hearts and lives under the rule of Christ, it 
is hypocrisy for us to call on God as Lord and M aster. 
Without the H oly Spirit there is no prayer in faith. 
There is not even faith. 


God gives himself to us as the H oly Spirit. O nly in this 
spirit can we do his will and carry out his work. The 
kingdom of G od—with its justice, peace, joy, brother- 
hood, unity and love—is given to us through theH oly 
Spirit. If we desire these gifts, we should ask for the 
H oly Spirit to take possession of our hearts, remold our 
lives, and lead us to the true church. G od’s kingdom can 
become a reality here and now if we but entrust our- 
selves to this spirit: the spirit of discipline and love, the 
spirit that overcomes sin and glorifies C hrist, the spirit 
of Jesus’ words, of the church, and of God's future. 
God, in his goodness, has promised to give the H oly 
Spirit to anyone who earnestly asks him. J esus himself 
promised it. Jesus calls on us now (as he called on the 
Samaritan woman at the well) to ask him for this spring 
of living, streaming water (John 4:10). Weare to ask in 
expectation and trust that this spring will never be 


THE PRAYER GOD ANSWERS 


brackish or stagnant, and will never run dry. O nly in this 
river of the Spirit, flowing full of G od’s power, can faith 
live. Away from this river it dies likea fish on dry land. 
Just as J esus prayed that Peter’s faith should never run 
dry (Luke 22:32), so he prayed expressly for us, who 
later would believe through the words of his apostles 
(John 17:20). God gives his spirit to all who love him 
and do his will, just as Jesus asked in his prayer. The 
Spirit makes Jesus alive in them and gives them his 
faith, so that their prayer is no different from his. 
Therefore, when wepray let usremember that G od in 
his Spirit approaches and calls us first. O nly then may 
we call him by his name. When we call on him in this 
way, after G od has spoken to us we will besaved. If we 
search for him with all our hearts, he lets us find him 
with absolute certainty, because he already searched for 
us and called to us when we had forgotten him entirely. 
F or this reason, prayer Is first listening to G od. Once 
welisten, then can wespeak to him. |f we want to enter 
into community with G od, wemust hear what heis say- 
ing, and ask for his spirit and his Word. To speak G od’s 
living Word into our hearts, the Spirit uses people who 
teach the truth and proclaim the message that frees us, 
telling us who God is, what he wants, and what he has 
done and is doing (Rom.10:13-17). That is why the 
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church has taken care to preserve the divine revelations 
of the great eras of G od’s history: the living words spo- 
ken by God through the prophets and apostles and 
through the writings of living people of God and of the 
eternally living martyrs. 


Not only individuals, but every church and fellowship 
that hopes to discover powerful, united prayer first 
needs to practice silence, for it is important that we 
learn to recognize what God wishes to say. We must 
perceive his voice in the events around us and in our 
own midst. We must hear his voicein our hearts. And in 
the midst of all the darkness that blights the earth today, 
wemust look to his light, thelight of therising morning 
star, the light of the coming day, which is prepared by 
God and which no one can bring about. We must dis- 
cover the light that shines for every human being who 
comes into this world, through theO newho cameinto 
this world as theson of M ary, as the light of the world. 
And wewill only learn to call on God, to pray to him, 
and to thank him when wehave learned to hear him. 
Beforewespeak to him, God must havespoken to us. 
And he always speaks. H is Word is always active. But 
wedo not always perceiveit. Thisis why weneed to be 
quiet in the depths of our souls where we hear his voice 
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and see his light. When we do this, we will experience 
something wonderful. We will find that J esus C hrist is 
the same in times gone by, in modern times, and in the 
time to come, the time of his future kingdom. We will 
find that heis thesame for all, that he has thesame will, 
thesame way, the same truth, and the same love for all. 
And wewill learn that the voiceof theH oly Spirit says 
the same thing in each of us. 

God is called “1 am who | am.” H eis the unchange- 
able one, theonewho always remains thesame. H is will 
does not bend. H edoes not conform to certain things or 
certain people. H e remains unchangeable. We will ex- 
perience this when wetruly learn to listen to the Spirit, 
when we hearken to the wind that comes to us from 
God. Though the Spirit, we will become unanimous in 
silence. M eeting in silence, we will hear the same voice 
and perceive thesametruth. So unity comesinto being, 
unity of heart and of voice. 


We humans, so far from God and estranged from the 
truth, should remember that the H oly Spirit, full of 
light, warmth, and power, brings our prayer beforeG od 
in his pure heights far above us. There the revelations 
stream out likelight, whilewe, sunk in thetwilight of 
our human condition, gropein vain for a clear thought 
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or word. Still, we groan and sigh in longing for God, 
because we cannot live without him— because we want 
to loveand honor him, but do not even know how. 

When we sincerely ask God for his spirit, he comes 
and speaks and acts (A cts 4:31, 8:15-17). H is divine en- 
ergy is always present, ready to strike like lightning. 
But the only ground into which it can discharge its 
power is our humble, concentrated readiness in prayer. 

When we are ready in this sense we can experience 
prayer to apoint of ecstasy that transports us into G od’s 
world. But the shining Spirit never leaves us in the fad- 
ing light of unclarity when we have prayed to receive its 
light. But it is better to pray clearly and intelligibly in 
the Spirit than to pray in ecstatic tongues that cannot be 
understood (1 Cor.14:13-19). Paul prays for the 
Philippians that their love may abound in knowledge 
and clear discernment of what is right and fitting (Phil. 
1:9-10). We, too, are to ask for wisdom and discern- 
ment, and to ask in childlike faith— without the emo- 
tional uncertainty of inflated self-esteem or a heart di- 
vided by desire for our own Satisfaction. 


God’s life sweeps away all phony, dull piety. In the 
Lord’s Prayer Jesus opposes the boastful utterance, 
which calls for admiration; the long-winded prayer, 
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which gratifies more the longer it is; and the self-con- 
cerned, emotional prayer, which puts feelings in the 
place of God (M att.6:5-7). Jesus told his disciples that 
they werenot to pray as most people do, thinking their 
prayers will be answered if they use big words and pray 
for along time. H ehad already shown them that they 
should be brief and clear in speaking with people, with 
the plain truthfulness which says yes when it means yes 
and no when it means no. T hey wereto speak with G od 
in thesame way. 

The example that comes down to us from the men of 
old showsus what it means to approach God. For these 
men, the only thing that mattered was G od— his honor, 
his spirit, his clarity, and the coming of hisM essiah. The 
unbroken thread of prayer, the story of aclearly defined 
relationship with the living God, runs from Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, through Moses, Joshua, Gideon, 
Samson and Job, through Samuel, Elijah, and Elisha, 
through David and H ezekiah to Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
theother prophets. F or them, as for us today, it was only 
because of a definite promisefrom God, and only when 
they really wanted something, that they could gather 
courage to ask. T heir prayers were straightforward and 
practical: they prayed for the needs of their people, for 
their king, and ultimately for the kingdom of God. Be 
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cause God had given them clear and unmistakable 
promises, they could bring forward only simple, defi- 
nite requests. T hey could remind G od that hehad given 
them his Word. They knew what God's will was; that is 
why God did as they asked when they prayed to him. 
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Does God Hear Us? 


n the days of old, there were also people who com- 

plained that their prayers remained unanswered 
(Lam. 3:8,44). This happened then, just as it does today 
whenever we come to God expecting him to support 
our Selfish purposes, demanding our rights, insisting on 
our privileges, and thus purposely ignoring his will.On 
the other hand, the O Id Testament is full of stories that 
show that G od never rejects the prayers of people who 
are surrendered to him in faith. [ἢ every case, he al- 
lowed their cry to reach his great, strong heart. He 
heard it. H e accepted it. H e rejoiced that in their faith 
they thought of him as inclining his ear to them, turning 
toward them, so that he saw and heard them as they 
called to him. 
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Theprayers of believers riseup like incense. They are 
truly present around the throne of God. Aslong asthe 
work and activity of our practical life are at one with 
God’s will, our true and heartfelt prayer comes right 
into God’s presence (Acts 10:4). It reaches his heart, 
which is waiting and longing for our will at last to de 
clare its agreement with his will. Then God immedi- 
ately gives his answer: Your prayer has been heard! 
(Luke 1:13 Acts 10:31). 


God is always near, ready to listen to his people when- 
ever they pray in accordance with his will. Η 6 is—to 
put it in other words— very close to us when weareso 
deeply in troublethat we have stopped looking for help 
from our own efforts or from any human source. H eis 
near, very near, when wetruly pray for nothing but the 
honor of hisname, and ask for nothing but his interven- 
tion, his fire, his rain, the shining, streaming energy of 
his love. When the object of our prayer accords 
with God’s will, and the prayer is made without hypoc- 
risy, with undeviating and complete honesty, then 
it is inharmony with God’s power. God listens to the 
spirit of God. 

Jesus tells us that G od wants to know what our will is. 
H ewants to know thedesireof our heart. But thewords 
weuse should benothing morenor less than a declara- 
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tion that weareready for his will to bedoneand for his 
kingdom to come on this earth. Weshould ask God as 
clearly and simply as possible that his nature may be 
revealed, that is, that his will isdonein our lives so that 
it becomes clear to all who God truly is. 

| have heard peoplesay, “Atonetimel was very near 
to God, but hedidn’t hear me. Since then | haven’t been 
so sure about him.” Such people fail to recognize that 
God wanted to say something to them, namely, that 
none of us really knows what to pray for. We certainly 
do not always Know what is best. |f wewant to giveG od 
orders according to our will, if wewant to dictateG od’s 
direction through our prayers, then such prayers are not 
under the blessing of God. Rather, these prayers are 
born of the spirit of darkness, the spirit that told Eve, 
“You shall belikeGod.” 

True prayer acknowledges that of ourselves we are 
incapable of striking the right course in prayer. True 
prayer demands complete surrender and complete con- 
fidence, so that we can Say, 


"We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit him- 
self intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express” 
(Romans 8:26-30). 
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When wecomebeforeG od, wedo not alwaysfind the 
right words. We are often unclear about what we want 
to pray for. Weare sometimes so weak we cannot even 
gather our thoughts sufficiently to frame our prayer in 
wordsat all. Y et thereisonewho knowseverything that 
isin our hearts. lf we know him, then we will say with 
Peter, “Lord, you know all things. You know that! love 
you” (John 21:15-17). 

It can also happen that we areso overwhelmed with 
G od’s presence that we are only capable of coming near 
to God with unutterable sighing of thesoul. Such an ex- 
perience makes us conscious of our weakness. We feel 
how pitiable the vessel of our body is for the super- 
abundant revelation of God. 

Theresa of Avila, the Catholic saint, compared the 
soul with a garden. T his garden must be watered. There 
are rare times in which the life of the soul is flooded 
with streams of the Spirit, in which the whole garden is 
50 well watered so that onecannot find adry place any- 
where, and for along period the garden blossoms and 
bears fruit. O n the other hand, there also come times in 
which we wring out our prayers, just as one squeezes 
thelast drop out of something. 
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Our prayers will be answered under these conditions: 
that we pray for God’shonor and theglory of hisname; 
that we ask for the stamp of his character on human life 
and the faithful portrayal of his likeness; that we pray 
that his church truly embodies C hrist; and that we ask 
for the practical, communal fulfillment of his will in 
unity and harmony with his Spirit, and in the faith that 
does the works of love. That is the meaning, hidden to 
most, of the well-known yet mysterious words of J esus: 
“| will do whatever you ask in my name” (John 
14:13,14). The substance of our prayer, what we are 
asking G od to bring about, isnone other than that which 
God already wants. H e has simply been waiting until 
weareready. And our readiness is proved by the genu- 
ineness of our prayer. 

God is always ready. With the intensity of his holy 
will, helongs for people of faith to speak, pray, live and 
believeso completely in theliving J esus that heis at last 
ableto intervene and act as hehas always wanted to act. 
|n answer to our faith, and to the measure of our faith, 
everything will bedonejust as weask. T hereisno wall, 
no mountain, no barrier too high for the prayer of faith. 

W hen weliveand pray as] esus did, then like him we 
can have the complete confidence that the Father has 
heard us, even while we are still praying (John 11:41). 
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The power and authority that G od has given his people 
liesin this unity with J esus; our life, our longing, and our 
prayer must be united with his. [ἢ the midst of healing 
the sick and driving out demons, Jesus called to God, 
“Father, | thank you for answering my prayer.” For 
him, communion with G od wasan event, abreaking in 
of eternal powers, a happening that brought with it 
mighty consequences. Every time we come to God in 
Jesus’ name, heaven will open above us as it opened 
when J esus prayed at his baptism (Luke 3:21). But this 
will never happen unless we live the way J esus lived, in 
poverty and readiness to suffer as he did. 

Like Jesus, we must be ready to accept dire poverty 
and a bitter death. U nless we endure his suffering and 
share his anguish, we will never be able to share his 
glory. We can never share in the power of his resurrec- 
tion and the world to comeunless wecan drink his cup 
of death ourselves (Matt. 20:22). Like Jesus in 
G ethsemane, we must accept the cup with all its blood 
and agony, in complete readiness to die, so that the 
F ather’s will may bedone. Like] esus on the cross, we 
must be ready to suffer G od-forsakenness, yet still pray 
trustingly, “Father, into your hands | commit my 
spirit!” (Luke 23:46). 

Francis of Assisi showed the people of his time, as 
Jesus’ true followers in every age have shown, that real 
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joy isnot to be found in exalted feelings, nor in knowl- 
edge and prophecy, nor in converting others. We can 
find perfect joy only when we suffer cold and hunger 
and are rejected, beaten, and derided for representing 
Christ's love and humility— only when we endure the 
cross with akind and cheerful heart. 

Even in his group of wandering brothers, Francis 
found that Christ sometimes let himself be sought in 
great anxiety for many days. We, too, must seek him in- 
tensely and in distress until he at last enfolds us in his 
arms and fills us with the glowing breath of hislove. The 
sixteenth-century A nabaptist Peter Rideman writes: 


The person who prays in faith never ceases to make his request 
to God and allows no other concern to hinder him. If there 
should be a delay and it seems as though God will not grant his 
request, he waits patiently in confidence that God will surely 
respond soon. Those who, after they have prayed, immediately 
turn their attention to something else and are distracted from 
their request, and those who stop praying because they get tired 


of asking, can receive nothing. 


We cannot ask effectively for different things at the 
same time. We must pray for one definite object. O ur 
prayer also cannot be effective without the most ardent 
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longing. But this longing must arise from the right mo- 
tives. There must beno selfishness behind it. lf our mo- 
tives are pure, we will persevere until we are heard, 
with constant sighing and yearning, a concentration of 
all the powers of the soul, a real wrestling with God 
“with loud cries and tears.” 

If it is the consequence of real love and real convic- 
tion, the intense longing of such prayer deeply unites 
Jesus and his own; they cometo understand the inten- 
sity of God’s longing for the salvation of the sinner. In 
this way it also unites them, through the power of love, 
with the unconverted. 

G od arouses the longing in us that he wants to still. 
Therefore, the faintest longing must be carefully 
nursed. | f welet ourselves befilled with theH oly Spirit, 
there will be no lack of thirst, nor will our prayer lack 
focus. Do not dampen the Spirit! Do not turn your 
thoughts to other things! 

In his parables, J esus suggests that our prayer will not 
be heard unless we persist with this urgent desire, even 
to the point of suffering. The widow had to bring her 
plea to the judge over and over again before he finally 
granted her request (Luke 18:1-8). The man who went 
at night to ask his friend for bread dared to knock again 
and again until his friend at last got out of bed and gave 
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him what he wanted (Luke 11:5-8). God sometimes 
waits till we have reached a state of utter distress and 
destitution, to see if we are really in earnest and want 
only what he wants. If wedo not want to succumb under 
the pressures of such aneedy state, we must be on the 
watch the whole time, and pray with ever-increasing 
urgency (Luke 21:36). O ur prayers will be answered. 
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Obstacles to Prayer 


Ξ ven though weall long for the kingdom of God - 
for unity with God and for the total dominion of 
theH oly Spirit over all other spirits - weknow that we 
are obstacles to this kingdom. O ur own natureis always 
interfering when God tries to reveal himself. O ur per- 
sonalities get in the way, because in each of us there are 
countless thoughts, feelings, and traits of character that 
arenot completely centered on the kingdom of God or 
compatible with the spirit of Jesus. Every prayer is 
therefore inevitably burdened with personal mistakes 
and desires. 

1n addition to our own failings, weare often besieged 
by dark clouds of worry. When this happens weneed to 
ask for the freshening wind of the H oly Spirit so that, 
surrounded by God’s pure, clear atmosphere, we can 
pray tirelessly to God, asking him to banish our anxiety 
and prove that he is the ruler over life and death. By 
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praying wecan resist temptation (M att. 26:41). 

Even more dangerous than the most nightmarish 
anxiety istheforcethat drives away the Spirit— sin. Sin 
fights against life and leads to death through the de 
monic darkness of unrighteousness, impurity, covetous- 
ness, self-seeking, self-will, lying and deception. 

These demonic forces will yield only to prayer of- 
fered in aspirit of self-denying love. Sin and the prayer 
of faith exclude each other. Wecannot meet G od unless 
weare free from hate, anger, quarreling, and all wrong 
doneto others (1Tim.2:8). |f weareserious about pray- 
ing we must be cleansed of all sin. God dwells only in 
hearts that have been completely purified. We cannot 
speak to G od, who is holy, unless we have prayed for the 
forgiveness of our sins with a converted and changed 
heart and truly believein and live in this forgiveness. 

“Everyone who confesses thename of the L ord must 
turn away from wickedness” (2 Tim. 2:19). That is the 
clear stamp by which God can recognizehis own. If we 
refuse to listen to G od’s demands for righteousness, our 
prayer is an abomination. It is loathsome to God. As 
long as wecontinue to shed the blood of others, noneof 
our prayers will beheard. With all the strength and de 
termination we can muster, we must reject evil and 
strive to do only what is good. Wemust try to show jus- 
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tice and love to all people, especially to the poor and 
deserted, the widows and orphans. Wemust be ready to 
fulfill the will of God with the willing obedience of 
faith. O nly then will G od take away our sins and accept 
our prayers. 

U nless wehaveutterly surrendered ourselves to God 
and left behind all selfishness, our prayer for G od’s gifts 
will have no effect (James 4:2-3). Everything, abso- 
lutely everything, that stifles our love for him must be 
burned or melted away. 

The sin that separates us from God most is the cold 
arrogance of a self-centered, individualistic life. The 
key to prayer is to giveup all the privileges, rights, and 
demands of self-esteem, all self-justification and all 
clinging to the good things we have accomplished 
through our own virtue. Self-importanceis the opposite 
of loveand goodness and is the deepest root of sin. Con- 
versely, the root of community with God and love to 
others is the awareness that we receive undeserved 
grace and good gifts from God. If we are full of our- 
selves, thinking we are better than others, our prayer 
will never reach God. But if we are aware of our guilt 
and recognize that we are worse than others, and 
ask God for his mercy, he accepts our prayers 
(Luke 18:9- 14). 
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O ur prayers are blocked whenever our hearts remain 
unmoved. To experiencea fundamental change of heart 
and direction and to enter anew lifein God, we must 
first feel profound remorse for the heartless evil of our 
self- governed lives. A person who sees his guilt as it re 
ally is, learns through G od’s judgment to detest sin and 
to turn away from it forever. H e spends the rest of his 
lifein awe before God, for now he knows that the F a- 
ther to whom he prays is no respecter of persons but 
judges each according to his actions, and that the pur- 
pose of his judgment is to destroy what is evil in us. 
W hen we have been overpowered by God in this way, 
we will keep watch in every area of our lives and in all 
our relationships, particularly in marriage (1 C or.7:5). 
Wewill not let pleasures, especially those of possession 
and sensuality, distract us from God and hinder our 
prayers. Prayer demands clear- headed moderation. 


Prayer is a powerful weapon. But the full power of for- 
giveness, of the healing laying-on-of-hands, and of 
prayer dwells only in the united church, in an undivided 
peoplefully consecrated to hiskingdom. Thisiswhy an 
individual interested only in himself and his own emo- 
tional state can never experience the true power of 
prayer. 
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When people gather for the kingdom and unite in 
prayer for forgiveness, in dead earnest in the knowledge 
of their own smallness and in their desire for acomplete 
change of heart, they all pray for the welfare of the 
whole, for they feel it to be their own welfare. We, too, 
should always pray for the overcoming of the sickness 
and sins of thewholechurch. This will clear away every 
hindranceto God workingin the church. Aslongasall 
Our sins are confessed, and as long as we as Individuals 
bring our sickness to the church, the prayer of the 
church has power over sickness and sin. 

We must not forget: the individual believer isnot the 
new body of Christ. Weas individuals, in all our small- 
ness, may take part in the church of God on this earth; 
we may reflect, practice, and express the Father’s na- 
turein words and lifeand work. But the church, with the 
authority given to it by God, isthenew embodiment of 
the Word made flesh. 

In praying to God, theruling, commanding, helping, 
and loving “Thou,” wecan overcome the human resis- 
tance of our rebellious “I” only through the “we” of the 
church. In other words, we should never cease praying 
for our brothers and sisters in Christ, asking that the 
Spirit may give them true wisdom and insight into the 
will of God and so lead them to liverightly and do what 
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is good (Col. 1:9-10, Phil. 1:3-9). lf we ever slacken in 
Our concern and prayer for our brothers and sisters we 
are sinning against God. 

O ur prayers remain insipid if their primary focus is 
on our personal needs. Rather, we should pray earnestly 
night and day that G od may take away all shortcomings 
in the entire church, so that wemay rediscover the true 
and living fellowship that existed in the early church’s 
common life of faith— a practical and spiritual commu- 
nity where believers saw each other daily and were 
closely united in all matters. 

Jesus sent the uniting Spirit to the first Christians 
with such power that they worshiped him in afaith and 
love that put true community with God into practice. 
For them the Spirit and J esus were one and the same. 
Jesus had walked among them as aman among men. 
N ow he was living among them through the Spirit. 
Christ’s perfect love had become their life and their 
love. This love was overflowing fullness of life, which 
came to expression in community. A private life of even 
the greatest personal piety can never have this over- 
flowing abundance of God. 


God cannot hear us if we are at odds with oneanother. 
TheH oly Spirit leads all the members of the church to 
pray for oneand thesamething, and when they do, what 
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they ask and long for will happen. United with all 
people everywhere who call on the Lord with a pure 
heart, they want only onething: that G od’s justice, faith, 
love, and peace would ruleon earth. The unity of their 
purpose unites them before God and unleashes the 
power of prayer. 

Jesus says, “If two of you on earth agree about any- 
thing you ask for, it will bedonefor you by my Father in 
heaven” (M att. 18:19). What matters is not the words 
weuse, especially not the quantity of them. W hat mat- 
ters is that we are united in what we ask for. If the 
church achieves unity in the object of its prayer, thereis 
no need for a great many sentences giving an exact de 
scription; G od needs no explanation from us. W hat mat- 
ters is that when we gather together there in complete 
agreement as to what we want to ask God for. O nly then 
can we call on him with confidence. 

Consider more carefully how the Christians of the 
early church prayed. They were constantly united in 
calling on God (A cts 1:14). They could pray in such per- 
fect harmony and truthfulness because their whole way 
of life was honest from the very foundation, having ev- 
erything in common, sharing their daily meals and all 
their goods, and keeping nothing from each other. 
W hen the church gave thanks, the “amen” declared the 
affirmation of the whole gathering, uniting them with 
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all people throughout the world who call on Jesus (1 
Cor.1:2). And from their end, those who lived in other 
places sent money and gifts to the early church at 
Jerusalem to support the common life with its self-sac- 
rificing community of goods and hospitality, and to 
show their thankfulness to G od (2 Cor. 9:11- 13). 

T hey all consecrated the fellowship of their meals by 
hearing God’s Word and by offering him their prayers 
of thanksgiving, as J esus had done, and as all people of 
faith from the earliest times on have done, thanking 
God for their good health and for what hehas done. The 
one meal consecrated above all others as atime of holy 
thanksgiving and worship was the communal meal of 
bread and wineto proclaim and remember the death of 
Jesus (M att. 26:26- 28). 

In all their gatherings, they thanked God and Christ 
for the Spirit’s victories in spreading the truth, and they 
prayed that the knowledge of Christ would havean ever 
stronger influence throughout the world, as did the 
apostle Paul. They asked God to keep sending new 
workers to help gather people to the faith, as wheat is 
gathered at harvest time (Luke 10:2). They knew that 
apostles sent out on this task should be devoted to 
prayer and to proclaiming the Word. As] esus had laid 
his hands on little children and prayed, they used the 
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laying-on-of-hands as a prayer, especially for their 
elders and for people being sent out on mission. 

In theearly church prayer becamea powerful river of 
life flowing out from alifeof brotherhood to the world 
around it, through the working of the gifts of the Spirit 
and through mission. It could bethesame today. Prayer 
is, and always will be, the vital nerve of the church. 
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Praying for the Kingdom 


esus and his apostles never taught a theology or a 

philosophy. They addressed life—actual, practical 
life. Whoever has faith in Jesus has life (1 John 5:12). 
H olding fast to the Son of God isno other-worldly mat- 
ter; it is a concrete reality that translates faith into 
deeds. “If you remain in me, and my words remain in 
you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you” 
(John 15:7). These words of J esus are the life we pray 
for. They cover everything that can happen to us. 

N othing shows this more clearly than the Lord’s 
Prayer (Matt. 6:9-13). The “O ur Father” sums up the 
message of the gospel, so that in every era, all areas of 
life can be filled with the fresh and vital life of God. 
H ence, every prayer offered in the Spirit will ultimately 
correspond with what is expressed in the L ord’s Prayer. 
It covers everything we human beings need (to live as 
God wants us to live) just as completely as it encom- 
passes the honor of God and his holy will. 
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Whenever wecome beforeG od weshould ask for the 
bread we need, the forgiveness of our sins, protection 
from temptation, and reconciliation with others. All 
this belongs to true prayer. But most importantly, we 
need to ask that G od’s will isdoneand that his kingdom 
comes. O ur personal prayers remain selfish unless they 
are placed in the larger context of G od’srulership being 
established on earth. This is the only way in which we 
may bring our personal needs beforeG od; they must be 
placed in the setting of his great and all-inclusive power. 
Weshould see these personal requests to G od as part of 
the one object of our prayer: that the Spirit comedown 
and fill us and change everything from the bottom up. 

Weshould be brief and to the point when weask G od 
for this one, all-important thing. Wordy prayer and lazy 
prayer—trying to make an impression by reciting 
prayers instead of doing the will of God— are more hea- 
then than Christian. Clearly, communal prayer has a 
placein the church; it is equally clear that it cannot bea 
spectacle for the general public. Besides, the prayer of 
the church depends on the secluded prayer life of indi- 
vidual believers. Withdrawal into quiet and solitude is 
one of the most decisive characteristics of Jesus. H ere 
tired to theisolated mountain, thelonely wilderness, or 
the quiet water so he could meet his Father completely 
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alone (Matt.14:23). But days rich in work always 
preceded and followed these nights when he was alone 
with G od. 


Prayer must never supplant work. |f wesincerely ask 
God for his will to bedone, for his nature to berevealed 
in our work, for his rule to bring humankind to unity, 
justice, and love, then our lifewill be oneof work. Faith 
without works is dead. Prayer without work is hypoc- 
risy. Unless we actively work to build up G od’s king- 
dom theL ord’s Prayer (“your kingdom come”) isa 

lie on our lips. The purpose of J esus’ prayer is to bring 
us to the point where its meaning Is lived out, where it 
actually happens and becomes part of history. Each of 
us needs to find a way to devote our whole working 
strength so that G od is honored, his will is done, and 
his kingdom comes. U nless our love for J esus results 
in deeds, our Tree of Life will wither. 

[η addition, if we are going to endure the weight of 
evil and suffering in this world, we must not only ask 
God to forgive our sins, but that he would grant us the 
love that forgives everyone all the evil they have done 
to us. When Jesus told usto pray, this attitudeis acondi- 
tion helaid down. So when we pray, interceding on be- 
half of others for the sake of G od’s kingdom, we must 
pray most of all for those who have hurt us. In his dying 
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agony, Jesus prayed that his torturers be forgiven. We, 
too, must recognize that our enemies do not always 
know what they aredoing. We must pray, as did Stephen 
and many other Christian martyrs, that God does not 
hold our persecutors’ sin against them. 

O ur prayer, therefore, should encompass all people 
everywhere, from all nations, that they may beunited in 
serving Jesus. It may include our needs, but it should 
encompass the wholeworld. 

In the end, all nations will be gathered and purified in 
the fire of God’s wrath and zeal; then they will call on 
him and serve him shoulder to shoulder. This is why 
Paul thanks God for making us heirs to his future and 
bringing us into Christ’s eternal kingdom (C ol.1:12- 
14). Η eknows that the name of the Lord will beglori- 
fied through all eternity, and that all creation will be 
filled with thanksgiving and worship. And so theL ord’s 
Prayer closes in worship, that the kingdom and the 
power and theglory belong to the F ather forever. 

|f our prayer is genuine, if wereally want nothing but 
the kingdom of God, then wewill think of all theregions 
of theworld. Wewill call on God to intervenein the his- 
tory of thenations, thehistory of classes and ranks, the 
history that has brought injustice to a climax. We will 
call on him to come with his judgment and to let his 
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righteousness and peace break in like the dawn. This 
should beour prayer and the prayer of the church. 


When we call on God, we are asking him to do some- 
thing that we cannot, to bring into being something 
which we ourselves do not know how to create. Weare 
seeking for the impossible to happen, for something to 
be changed irrevocably which we could never change. 
Weareasking for ahistory to unfold for which we our- 
selves could never be responsible. 

The question is: Do we have the faith that through 
our prayer the status quo can be shattered? Can webe- 
lieve that at our call C hrist will come among us to judge 
and save? W hen weask for theH oly Spirit, are weready 
for God to strikeuslikea burst of flaming lightning, so 
that at last we experience Pentecost? Do we really be- 
lieve that G od’s kingdom is imminent? Are we capable 
of believing that through our pleading, this kingdom 
will break in? Are we able to believe that as a result of 
our prayer theentirehistory of the world will beturned 
topsy-turvy? 

Let us come to God in the absolute certainty that 
Jesus’ words aretrue: “Thekingdom of God has drawn 
near!” and, “If you have faith, nothing will be impos- 
sible for you.” Wonders will take place, mountains will 
betorn from their place, and the wholesituation asit is 
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on earth will be changed. Mighty things will happen 
when we have faith. 

It is dangerous to call on God in this way, for it means 
weareready, not only to belifted up from our place, but 
to be hurled down from our place. So let us concentrate 
all our powers on Jesus’ nearness, on the silent coming 
of the H oly Spirit, ready for everything to be changed 
by his intervention. 

God is above everything. Christ is stronger than all 
other spirits. When our faith, life, and deeds arein J esus, 
all our prayers are answered. If everything we do has 
only one goal—that his kingdom comes and his will is 
doneon earth— then the things we pray for will happen. 
God will show us that he is greater than our hearts can 
grasp. Much more will happen than we could dare put 
into words. God’s answer will surpass our boldest 
prayer. And so that we know it is God who does it all, 
it will happen while wearestill praying, or even before 
we have spoken our prayer. Anyone who knocks at 
God's door and seeks nothing but God alone will re 
ceive what he asks for in the twinkling of an eye. 
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After you have read this, we are interested in hearing from 


you. Drop us a line or two at: contact@bruderhof.com 


Then explore our growing collection of other free ebooks at: 


www.bruderhof.com or visit www.EberhardArnold.com 


41 


